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effect that Key's corps was to replace the 4th in the post
of rear-guard/ Henceforth the campaign of 1812 was to
become a legend with the cooper's son from Saarlouis
as its central figure, and his superhuman endurance
numbered with the virtues of all Great Hosts since the
Legions first marched from the Tiber.
His immediate task was to hold the woods and river-
side while the rest of the army passed through on its -way
from Viasma. But Ney's principal concern on that day,
the 4th, was not fighting. He was given a glimpse of
the fate that overtook a rear-guard during the Retreat,
when the wreckage of the ist and 4th Corps, which
until then had been the hindmost, drifted between his
sheltering lines. And if the sight of deserted cannon had
been tragic this was pitiful.
There was no pretence of formation or battalion order.
Crowds of men were on the move, staggering for the
most part and broken beyond their recognition as
soldiers. Not many carried arms but all were in rags and
emaciated, and now, after days of intermittent action,
the entry into pine-woods seemed a promise of shelter.
They dropped in dozens, sleeping as they fell, and no
curse or command, not even the certainty of a Cossack
spear at daybreak, could rouse them.
Ney was shocked. His orthodox vision had not
reckoned upon such depths as being within the range
of valid discipline. Next day he pushed on, with his
3rd Corps now in the rear of the retirement. The halt
at Viasma had given time for many stragglers to come
up, and these now pressed upon his ranks, calling for
food and safety in their haphazard need of dependence.
No use, came back the answer; we are better provided
than you only in appearance. We can give you nothing
but the room for marching or fighting. Yet still they
clamoured (so delusive is the spell of potency over the
less capable), impeding the movement of the ranks until
there was nothing for it but to drive them off, forcibly,
with rnusket-butts where needed. And by the time the
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